Introduction
The efficient management of large pig herds would be facilitated if reliable tests were available for early diagnosis of pregnancy and detection of small litter size (5 or less embryos). Robertson & Sarda (1971) and Ellendorff, Meyer & Elsaesser (1976) showed that estimation of plasma progesterone levels could serve as a useful test for early pregnancy, but Ellendorff et al. (1976) and Webel, Reimers & Dziuk (1975) did not find any significant differences between litter size and plasma progesterone levels.
The observations of Perry, Heap & Amoroso (1973) that pig blastocyst tissue synthesized oestrogen from neutral steroid, and of Lunaas, Refsdal & Shultz (1973) on the high concen¬ trations of an oestrone conjugate in uterine venous plasma of pregnant sows suggest that detec¬ tion in the maternal circulation of this oestrogen metabolite from embryonic tissue might be used for diagnosis of early pregnancy and of small litter size. A more detailed study of plasma steroid hormones in pregnant sows by Robertson & King (1974) 
Results
Recoveries. The oestrone sulphate method was tested for losses or recoveries at each step.
Step 1. Twelve replicates of a bulked pig serum sample containing 6-25 nCi oestrone sulphate were each extracted with 5 ml ether. The mean recovery of counts in the ether was 1-7 ± 0-023 (s.e.m.) %. The major portion of this extracted radioactivity was probably free oestrone as a second ether extraction only removed 0-31 ±0-19 (s.e.m.) % of counts.
Step 2. 15 pg/tube. The within-assay coefficient of variation for serum samples containing 0-14-2-1 ng/ml was in the range of 6-8-13-6%. The between-assay coefficient of variation for two serum samples containing 0-14 ng/ml (16 assays) and 0-55 ng/ml (7 assays) were 10-7% and 11-8% respectively.
The corresponding values for the combined standard curve of androstenedione (10 assays) were b = -42-6 ± 0-935 s.e.m. and c = 117-7. The minimum sensitivity of the assay was 4-5 pg/tube. The within-assay coefficient of variation based on two serum samples containing 0-14 and 0-38 ng/ml were 4-9 and 11-0% respectively. The between-assay coefficients of variation for these two sera were 10-1 and 13-9% respectively. 
